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Abstract 
Prior research linking family structure with parenting often confounds the effects of family 
structure with the effects of family instability.  In this analysis, I use data from the Fragile Families 
Study (N= 3107) to answer two main questions: (a) Are there differences in maternal stress and 
mothering behaviors across stably married, cohabiting, visiting, and single-mother families? and 
(b) Does family instability have a negative impact on mothering behaviors?  I focus specifically on 
the relationship between the biological parents of a one-year-old focal child.  Most differences in 
maternal stress and mothering behaviors across stable family structures are explained by selection, 
with the exception that single mothers report higher levels of maternal stress.  Mothers who 
experience instability over their child’s first year have similar levels of stress and behaviors as 
compared to mothers in stable relationships, with few exceptions.   3 
Introduction 
Children’s living arrangements are increasingly diverse.  A third of all children are born 
to unmarried parents (Hamilton, Martin, & Sutton, 2003).  However, most of these children are 
not born to single mothers.  Between 40 (Bumpass & Lu, 2000) and 50 percent of these 
children’s parents are cohabiting at their birth (McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2002).  Another third of 
nonmarital births are to parents in visiting relationships, defined as being romantically involved, 
but not living together (McLanahan & Garfinkel, 2002).  Moreover, many children will 
experience their parent’s separation, and some children will experience several changes in family 
structure throughout their young lives.   
The diversity of children’s living arrangements is troubling given the substantial evidence 
that suggests children are subject to increased risks of negative academic, emotional, and economic 
outcomes when they do not grow up with both of their married parents (Kiernan & Cherlin, 1999; 
McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).  Greater economic resources of two-parent, married families 
generally explain about half of the difference in child outcomes across family types (Carlson & 
Corcoran, 2001; Magnuson & Duncan, 2002; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).  Differences are also 
attributed to the parenting practices and to the instability of unmarried households (Wu, 1996; Wu 
& Martinson, 1993), which are the focus of this analysis. 
Most of the research linking family structure and parenting practices compares parental 
socialization across some combination of married, divorced, never-married, and step-parent 
families.  The emphasis has been on identifying differences between stable (married) and 
unstable (divorced, remarried, or never-married) families.  The results are somewhat mixed, but 
generally suggest that stable marriages are associated with lower maternal stress and better 
parenting practices (Acs & Nelson, 2004; Amato & Booth, 1996; Astone & McLanahan, 1991; 
Brown, 2001; Dornbusch et al., 1985; Thomson, McLanahan, & Curtin, 1992).   4 
However, cross-sectional analyses comparing unmarried families to married families 
often fail to capture the complete picture of these families’ dynamics.  Many single-parent 
families are actually stable in that the relationship and living arrangement of the biological 
parents do not change over the child’s life course (Demo & Acock, 1988).  Moreover, if 
separation from cohabitation and romantic involvement is considered, there may be even more 
instability among unmarried mothers than is generally described (Raley & Wildsmith, 2004).   
This analysis disentangles the differences in parenting associated with living in a 
particular family structure (e.g. relationship status and number of parents in the household) from 
the effects associated with family instability (e.g. whether the parent’s relationship has changed 
since the child’s birth).  I focus specifically on the relationship between the child’s biological 
parents over the child’s first year of life, and compare maternal stress and a mother’s behavior 
with her one-year-old across stable married, cohabiting, visiting, and single-mother families.  
Prior research has not investigated mothering behaviors with very young children in stable 
cohabiting or visiting families that involve the biological parents.   
In addition, I compare maternal stress and mothering behaviors between stable families 
and their unstable counterpart.  I examine the effect of two types of family instability.  First, I 
look at the effect of the mother’s separation from her child’s biological father.  This type of 
instability has been commonly examined in prior research on divorce, but the association 
between parenting and separation from cohabitation or romantic involvement has not been 
sufficiently studied.  I also look at the effect of unmarried mothers moving closer together with 
their child’s biological father through romantic involvement, cohabitation, or marriage.  In 
previous research, moving closer together is generally associated with remarriage or cohabitation 
with a new partner (Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1982; Thomson, Mosley, Hanson, & 
McLanahan, 2001), rather than a closer relationship with the biological father. 5 
Background 
The mother-child relationship is the foundation on which all subsequent relationships are 
built and a primary pathway affecting a child’s subsequent social, emotional, and cognitive 
development (Baumrind, 1996; National Research Council, 2000).  A mother’s primary 
responsibility in her child’s earliest years is to foster a secure attachment with the child by 
providing ample warmth and affection, consistent and appropriate guidance, and an environment 
conducive to exploration and learning.  This secure attachment between mother and child is the 
child’s most important resource for navigating subsequent stressful life events (National 
Research Council, 2000).  Harsh punishment and maternal neglect deter the development of a 
secure attachment and are strongly associated with subsequent child behavioral problems 
(Greenberg, Speltz, & DeKlyen, 1993; Hill & Bush, 2001; Power & Chapieski, 1986; Simons, 
Johnson, & Conger, 1994).   
A mother’s behavior with her child may differ across stable family structures because of 
different levels of economic resources and emotional support across family types.  Theory posits 
that family structure affects mothering through its effect on the mother’s economic resources and 
emotional support from her child’s father.  These resources affect a mother’s level of maternal 
stress, which in turn affects her ability to parent optimally (Elder, 1980).   
Prior research confirms that higher economic resources are associated with lower levels 
of maternal stress, and that reduced maternal stress allows for better parenting (McLeod & 
Shanahan, 1993; McLoyd & Wilson, 1991; Ross & Van Willigen, 1996; Zill, Moore, Smith, 
Steif, & Cairo, 1995).  Married families generally have the highest economic resources (Manning 
& Brown, 2003; Manning & Lichter, 1996), which helps to account for lower levels of maternal 
stress among married mothers, even relative to cohabiting mothers (Acs & Nelson, 2004; Brown, 
2001; Ross & Van Willigen, 1996).  Studies linking economic resources with mothering 6 
behaviors find that lower-income families are more likely to spank their child often (Hoff-
Ginsberg & Tardiff, 1995; Pinderhughes, Dodge, Pettit, & Zelli, 2000) and to display less 
warmth to their children (Jarrett, 1997; Pinderhughes, Nix, Foster, & Jones, 2001; Simons, 
Johnson, Conger, & Lorenz, 1997).   
In addition to differences in economic resources across stable families, the amount of 
emotional support mothers get from their child’s father also differs.  Mothers who live with their 
child’s father have a greater opportunity to receive emotional support from him.  Moreover, higher 
levels of commitment within the relationship may generate higher levels of emotional support.   
Prior research shows that emotional support from the father is associated with lower 
levels of maternal stress, which allows the mother to be a better parent (Belsky, 1990; 
Brofenbrenner, 1979; Kerig, Cowan, & Cowan, 1993).  Not surprisingly, emotional support is 
strongly related to family structure.  Married mothers report the highest levels of emotional 
support, and cohabiting mothers report more emotional support than do visiting mothers 
(Carlson, McLanahan, & England, 2004; Osborne, 2004).  Carlson and McLanahan (2002) find 
that mothers who report higher levels of emotional support from their baby’s father are more 
likely to engage in activities with their young child, regardless of the parent’s relationship status. 
Why might mothering behaviors differ between stable and unstable families?  Family 
instability disrupts the normal functions of the household and prevents the mother from being able 
to focus clearly on the child and to provide optimal parenting (Hetherington et al., 1982; Maccoby 
& Martin, 1983; McLanahan, 1983; Wu, 1996; Wu & Martinson, 1993).  Family instability can 
take the form of separation in which the baby’s father (generally) moves out of the household or no 
longer has a romantic relationship with the baby’s mother, or instability can include moving the 
relationship closer together through romantic involvement, cohabitation, or marriage.   7 
Separation   
Separation is presumably the worst form of instability, particularly if it is accompanied 
by a loss of economic resources and emotional support.  In this case, mothers who separate 
experience both the stress related to the break-up, as well as stress from having fewer economic 
resources and lower emotional support.  On the other hand, if the relationship is conflict-ridden 
and the mother receives little financial or emotional support from her partner, separation may 
actually relieve stress on the mother and allow her to be a better parent.   
Mothers in nonmarital unions are more likely to experience separation than are married 
mothers (Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Manning, Smock, & Majumdar, 2004).  However, married 
mothers who separate may experience the greatest levels of distress due to the stronger initial 
commitment of marriage.  Prior research shows that for a few years following a divorce, mothers 
are less affectionate and less communicative with their child, and that they use harsher 
punishment (Hetherington et al., 1982; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980).  Separation from 
cohabitation may have less of an effect on a mother’s behavior than separation from marriage.  
However, because separation from cohabitation involves the physical separation of the baby’s 
father from the household, it may have more of an effect on a mother’s behaviors than separation 
from a visiting relationship.  I am not aware of any research that has compared the effect of 
separation on a mother’s behaviors between cohabiting and non-cohabiting unions.    
Moving Together 
  Moving closer together to the baby’s biological father may have both positive and 
negative consequences.  Mothers who move in with their partner presumably gain the advantages 
of having two parents in the household.  However, stress is often related to changes in residence 
and changes in normal routines.  This stress may offset some of these resource gains 
(Hetherington et al., 1982).  Cohabiting mothers who marry the baby’s father may experience the 8 
fewest changes in their normal daily routines.  Yet, there is often stress and a shifting of 
priorities associated with a new marriage, which may impact the mother’s behaviors.  
Thomson and her colleagues (2001) look at changes in mothering behavior associated 
with single mothers marrying or cohabiting with a new partner.  Their research finds that 
mothers with a new partner use less harsh disciplinary practices than either single mothers or 
mothers who separate from their new partner.  However, I do not know of any research that 
looks at mothering behaviors linked with moving closer to the child’s biological father.    
Selection  
An important caveat to the discussion above is that differences in mothering behaviors 
across stable families or between stable and unstable families may be due to selection rather than 
any of the mechanisms I discussed.  Mothers with higher economic resources and greater 
relationship happiness are more likely to choose marriage over cohabitation (Manning, 1993; 
Brown, 2000; Bumpass & Lu, 2000), and these mothers are also more likely to be in stable 
relationships (Carlson, et al, 2004).  Research also shows that lower educated, younger, less 
religious, black, Hispanic, and women with previous children are less likely to be married 
(Manning, 1993; 2001) and more likely to use harsh punishment and display less warmth with 
their children (Brody & Flor, 1998; Giles-Sims & Sugarman, 1995; Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & 
Duncan, 1994; McLoyd, 1990; Pinderhughes et al., 2001).  Identifying any causal links between 
family structure and mothering behaviors is difficult without information on the mothers before 
they formed their relationship with their child’s father.   
Data 
I use data from the Fragile Families Study to examine differences in maternal stress and 
mothering behaviors across stable family structures, and between stable and unstable families.  The 
Fragile Families Study is a birth cohort survey that interviewed 2,658 unmarried and 830 married 9 
mothers of newborns in 16 large cities throughout the United States.  The Fragile Families Study 
also interviewed mothers in four additional large cities, which are not part of the randomly selected 
sample.  When weighted, the sample is representative of births in U. S. cities with populations of 
200,000 or more residents.  The mothers were interviewed in the hospital at the time of their 
child’s birth, and almost 90 percent were re-interviewed approximately one year later.   
This sample includes 3,107 mothers who were interviewed at baseline and at the one-year 
follow-up.  This excludes 369 mothers who were not re-interviewed at the one-year follow-up 
survey, and an additional 12 mothers who have never had custody of their child.   
The Fragile Families Study provides detailed information on more family structures than 
has been available in previous large data sets.  These data include a large sample of mothers who 
are cohabiting with their child’s biological father, as well as mothers who are in visiting 
relationships with their child’s biological father.  Information on mothers in visiting relationships 
is unique to the Fragile Families Study.  In past research, mothers who were not married or 
cohabiting were generally considered not to have a romantic relationship with the biological 
father.  In addition, the Fragile Families Study provides information on very early mother-child 
interactions in various unmarried family forms.    
Dependent Variables 
To test the theoretical assumption that family structure affects mothering behaviors through 
its effect on economic resources and emotional support, which in turn affect a mother’s stress 
level, I examine differences in maternal stress across family structures.  Maternal stress is 
measured as a continuous variable based on the mean responses to four questions.  These include 
how much the mother agrees that being a parent is harder than she thought, taking care of children 
is more work than pleasure, the mother feels trapped by parental responsibilities, and often feels 10 
tired and worn out from raising her family (α = .61).  The responses range from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), and each question is asked at the one-year follow-up survey.   
I also examine two domains of mothering behaviors: playful interaction and spanking.  
Playful interaction is representative of warmth and responsive behaviors that help to foster a 
secure attachment between mother and child.  Spanking is representative of harsh disciplinary 
practices that detract from the development of a secure attachment.   
Each outcome is based on the mother’s reported frequency of behavior, measured at the one-
year follow-up interview.  I create two dichotomous outcome variables to represent mothers in the 
lower end of the distribution for each of these behaviors.  I am interested in mothers in the low end 
of the distribution because these mothers are presumably at the highest risk of not forming a secure 
attachment with their child.  Moreover, using a continuous variable is not appropriate given that the 
mothers’ responses are not normally distributed across the range, but highly skewed toward more 
positive behaviors.  Under reporting negative behaviors and enhancing positive behaviors is likely in 
all self-report measures.  Therefore, any differences across families on negative behaviors may be 
considered a lower bound of the actual differences in mothering behaviors.   
A scale for playful interaction is based on the mean response to five questions regarding 
the number of days per week the mother reads, tells stories, plays games (such as peek-a-boo or 
gotcha), sings songs, and plays with toys inside (such as Legos or blocks) with her one-year-old 
(α = .67).  Two questions in the playful interaction scale (telling stories and playing with toys) 
were not asked of mothers living in one of the 16 cities in the survey (290 mothers).  For these 
mothers, the playful interaction scale is based on the mean of the other three questions in the 
scale.  The dichotomous variable represents engaging in these playful behaviors an average of 4 
days per week or less, which reflects approximately the bottom 25 percent of the distribution.  11 
The assumption is that engaging in these behaviors more frequently will provide better 
stimulation and bonding with the child.   
The spanking measure is a dichotomous variable coded 1= yes, 0= no if the mother 
reports that she has spanked her child in the prior month.  This represents about 20 percent of all 
mothers in the sample.  Almost 60 percent of mothers who respond affirmatively to this question 
report that they have spanked their child once or twice in the past month, and about 20 percent of 
mothers who spank at all report spanking their child daily or weekly (author’s tabulations, not 
shown).  From a child development viewpoint, mothers who spank their one-year-old frequently 
are of most concern.  However, due to the small number of mothers who report spanking, there is 
not enough power in the models to get a precise estimate for each family structure, if I focus 
specifically on spanking frequently.  
In preliminary analyses I experimented with various cut-points in the distribution for both 
mothering behaviors to test for robustness of the results.  I also ran ordinary least squares 
regression models using the outcomes as continuous variables.  The pattern of the results is 
similar regardless of the specification.  Moreover, I analyzed the high end of the distribution for 
both mothering behaviors, and the results are similar at both ends of the distribution. 
Independent variables 
The main independent variable in this analysis is the mother’s relationship with her 
child’s biological father at the child’s birth and one year later.  I separate the mothers into ten 
mutually exclusive groups based on the mother’s report of her relationship.  I include four stable 
family structures: married, cohabiting, visiting, and single-mother families (defined as having no 
romantic involvement with their child’s father).  Being in a stable family is defined as the mother 
reporting no change in her relationship status with her child’s biological father from her child’s 
birth to one year later.  A note regarding cohabiting mothers is that the question regarding 12 
cohabitation was asked differently at the baseline and one-year interviews.  At the child’s birth, 
the mother is considered cohabiting if she answered yes to the question of whether she is living 
with her baby’s father.  At one-year, the mother is considered cohabiting if she reports living 
with her baby’s father all or most of the time.   
I also include six groups of unstable families.  Unstable is defined as a change in the 
relationship status between the mother and the child’s biological father between the child’s birth and 
one year later.  I include three groups who have separated: mothers who have separated from marriage, 
from cohabitation, and from a visiting relationship.  I also include three groups who have moved 
closer together: cohabiting mothers who marry, visitors who move to cohabitation or marriage, and 
single mothers who report being romantically involved with their child’s father one year later. 
Insert Table 1 Here 
Table 1 shows the amount of instability that exists in these families over the course of 
one year.  Mothers who are married at their child’s birth are the most stable group, with almost 
94 percent remaining married over the year.  About 55 percent of mothers who were cohabiting 
at their child’s birth remain cohabiting one year later.  Approximately 16 percent of cohabitors 
marry over the year, and almost 30 percent separate.  Visitors are the least stable group of 
mothers who are romantically involved with their child’s father at the child’s birth.  Twenty-
three percent of visiting mothers remain visiting.  Close to 30 percent move to cohabitation or 
marriage, while about one-half separate over the year.  Approximately 88 percent of single 
mothers remain single at one-year, as defined in this analysis.  However, almost 37 percent of the 
stable single mothers report romantic involvement with a new partner at the one-year interview. 
Preliminary analyses revealed that these mothers do not differ significantly from mothers who 
did not form a relationship with a new partner.  Therefore, I include them all together in this 
analysis, and focus only on the relationship between the biological parents of the child. 13 
Other independent variables include the mothers’ background characteristics, economic 
resources, and emotional support from her child’s father.  The mothers’ background 
characteristics include mothers’ age, race, education, religiosity, immigrant status, and previous 
number of children.  Age is a continuous variable.  Race is measured by four dichotomous 
variables including non-Hispanic White, non-Hispanic Black, Hispanic, and other.  Education is 
based on four categories, including less than high school, high school, some college or technical 
training, and college or more.  Immigrant status is based on the mother’s report of being foreign 
born.  Religiosity is a dichotomous variable representing that the mother attends a religious 
service weekly.  I include two indicators of the mother’s previous children: the total number of 
children she has had (including the current birth), as well as the number of children she has had 
with a partner other than the current child’s biological father.  The mother’s total number of 
children reflects both her experience as a mother, as well as limitations on her time, whereas 
children from another partner reflect her history of past relationships. 
Economic resources are represented by the mother’s household income to poverty ratio 
measured at baseline and one-year, and employment in the prior week to the one-year follow-up 
survey.  The poverty ratio is constructed based on the mother’s reported household income divided 
by her given poverty threshold.  The poverty threshold is based on the number of residents in the 
household as reported by the mother on the household roster, regardless of the relationship of the 
adult or child to the mother.  This may overestimate the amount of resources available to the 
mother and child.  Employment is a dichotomous variable based on the mother’s report of 
employment for earnings in the week prior to the follow-up interview.   
The emotional support the mother feels from the father is measured by two different 
variables at the baseline and one-year surveys.  At baseline, emotional support is defined as 
supportiveness and it is based on the mean of three questions including how often the baby’s father 14 
is fair and willing to compromise, expresses love and affection to the mother, and encourages the 
mother to do things that are important to her (α = .69).  These questions were asked of all of the 
mothers.  However, if the mother was no longer in a romantic relationship with the child’s father, 
she was asked to base her response on the month prior to the end of their relationship.  At one-
year, emotional support is measured by the mother’s relationship quality with the child’s father.  
Relationship quality is a continuous variable based on her response to the question “how is your 
relationship with [the child’s biological father]?”  Responses range from 5 (excellent) to 1 (poor).  
These questions were asked of all mothers who had any contact with their child’s father at the one-
year follow-up interview, including those who were not romantically involved or who had 
separated.  222 mothers reported no contact with their child’s father and were not asked the 
questions.  These mothers were coded as having a poor relationship with their child’s biological 
father.  However, it is likely that mothers with no contact with their child’s father may be less 
influenced by their poor relationship quality as compared to mothers who are in contact with their 
child’s father, and the relationship quality is poor.   
Missing data for these independent variables are imputed at the mean of the subgroup based 
on the mother’s relationship status with the child’s biological father at the child’s birth and one year 
following.  Only information from the mothers is used, rather than from the mothers and fathers, 
because of low response rates of fathers with more tenuous relationships with their child’s mother.  
In preliminary analyses, I included the fathers’ background characteristics and employment, which 
are provided by the mother, and these factors do not alter the findings. 
Methodology 
The first aim of this analysis is to determine whether there are differences in mothering 
behaviors across stable family structures.  If I identify that differences exist at the bivariate level, 
I would ideally like to have information on the mothers at the time they formed their relationship 15 
with their child’s biological father.  This would allow me to control for factors that are not 
determined by the current relationship status and to determine if the observed differences are due 
to selection or perhaps caused by living in a particular family type.  However, I do not have 
information on these mothers until their child’s birth, which is subsequent to their union 
formation.  I can, however, control for several factors that are exogenous to family structure (e.g. 
mothers’ age, race, education, nativity, religiosity, and parity).  To the extent these factors help 
explain the differences in mothering behaviors, I can be assured that the differences are the result 
of selection.  In addition, I can exclude possible causal mechanisms (e.g. lower economic 
resources and emotional support) if I find that these factors are not related to mothering 
behaviors or do not help to explain the differences between the groups.   
  I estimate four ordinary least squares regression models for the maternal stress outcome 
and five logistic regression models for both of the mothering outcomes.  The first model is the 
bivariate model, which compares stable cohabiting, visiting, and single mothers to stable married 
mothers.  I also test for significant differences in maternal stress and mothering behaviors among 
the unmarried families (e.g. cohabiting, visiting, and single).  Each subsequent model is 
cumulative, and adds in variables that might attenuate the differences between the groups.  
The second model controls for background characteristics of the mother that are arguably 
not determined by family structure, but possibly influence a mother’s choice of family structure 
as well as her maternal stress and mothering behaviors.  This model includes variables to control 
for the mother’s age, race, education, religiosity, immigrant status, and previous number of 
children.  The results from this model are used to determine if there are significant differences in 
maternal stress and mothering behaviors across family structures, net of selection on observed 
background characteristics.    16 
The third model includes the mother’s economic resources and emotional support she feels 
from the child’s father at the child’s birth.  Without information on the mothers at the beginning of 
their relationship with their child’s father, it is not possible to determine if these variables are 
endogenous or exogenous to family structure.  However, if these variables are not related to family 
structure or the outcomes, then it is possible to eliminate these factors as possible causal 
mechanisms of the effect of family structure on maternal stress and mothering behaviors.  
The fourth model adds in the mother’s economic resources and emotional support she 
feels from her child’s father at one-year.  These include the mother’s household income to 
poverty ratio, employment in the prior week, and relationship quality.  These variables may also 
be either endogenous or exogenous to family structure.  However, by controlling for similar 
measures at baseline, I am attempting to establish more of a causal order. 
For the two mothering behaviors, I estimate a fifth model.  As stated previously, theory 
posits that family structure affects mothering behaviors through its effects on economic resources 
and emotional support.  Income and support affect a mother’s stress level, which in turn affects 
her ability to parent optimally.  To test this relationship, I control for maternal stress in addition 
to economic resources and emotional support.  If the theoretical model applies to mothering 
behaviors with one-year-olds, then the coefficients on economic resources and emotional support 
should diminish when maternal stress is included in the model. 
The second aim of this analysis is to determine whether maternal stress and mothering 
behaviors differ between stable and unstable families.  In this part of the analysis, I use the same 
models as outlined above for each outcome.  However, I compare the mothers who separate or move 
closer together to their stable counterpart, changing the reference group as necessary.  For example, I 
compare married mothers who separate to stable married mothers, and cohabiting mothers who 
separate to stable cohabiting mothers.   17 
For this part of the analysis, the third model, which includes baseline measures of economic 
resources and emotional support, should be interpreted as factors that are exogenous to family 
structure because they predate the change in family structure.  The fourth model can be interpreted 
as a change in economic resources and emotional support, associated with a change in family 
structure.  However, I cannot be certain whether the change in resources occurred before or after the 
change in family structure, and therefore do not attempt to establish a firm causal order.    
Results 
As stated previously, the primary goals of this analysis are to determine (a) whether 
maternal stress and mothering behaviors at one-year differ across stable married, cohabiting, 
visiting, and single-mother family structures, and (b) whether these outcomes differ between 
stable and unstable family structures.  Table 2 shows the means of the independent variables 
used in this analysis that help explain why (if any) differences exist.   
Insert Table 2 Here 
  The results show that mothers in this sample are, on average, approximately 27 years old.  
Married mothers are a few years older, whereas unmarried mothers are between 23 and 24 years 
old.  About one-third of mothers in this sample are white, another third is Hispanic, and 
approximately 27 percent of mothers in this sample are black.  However, married mothers are 
more likely to be white and less likely to be black, whereas visiting and single mothers are 
predominantly black.  Just over one-fifth of mothers are foreign born.  However, few mothers in 
visiting relationships report being foreign born, especially as compared to married mothers.  
About 25 percent of mothers report attending a religious service weekly, with cohabiting and 
single mothers the least likely to report frequent attendance.  The education level of unmarried 
mothers in this sample is quite similar across the groups.   However, the unmarried mothers are 18 
significantly less educated than the married mothers.  Almost 30 percent of married mothers 
have a college degree, compared to 3 percent or less of unmarried mothers.   
  Not surprisingly, the economic resources of married and unmarried mothers differ 
considerably.  Married mothers report household incomes that are over three times the poverty 
level, as compared to unmarried mothers who report household incomes that are less than twice 
the poverty level.  However, married and unmarried mothers are equally likely to report working 
for earnings when their child is one year old.  The emotional support the mothers feel from their 
child’s biological father is similar between married and cohabiting mothers.  However, as 
expected, single mothers report the lowest levels of emotional support.   
Table 2 also shows the means of the dependent variables for all mothers.  The results 
show that most mothers report a moderate level of maternal stress (2.2 out of 4), and that there is 
little variation in maternal stress by the mother’s relationship status at her child’s birth.  In terms 
of mothering behaviors, approximately 23 percent of mothers report low playful interaction, and 
approximately 20 percent of mothers report spanking their one-year-old in the prior month.  
However, married and cohabiting mothers are slightly below the average, whereas visiting and 
single mothers are somewhat above the average.   
Comparison of Stable Family Structures 
The results of the multivariate analyses, in tables 3 through 5, address the question of 
whether there are significant differences in maternal stress and mothering behaviors across stable 
family structures.   
Insert Table 3 Here 
Maternal Stress 
Table 3 shows the results for maternal stress.  The results in model 1 show that mothers 
who are romantically involved with their child’s biological father over the child’s first year report 19 
similar levels of maternal stress, regardless if the couple is married, cohabiting, or visiting.  Single 
mothers report significantly higher levels of maternal stress than all other mothers in stable 
romantic relationships.  This difference is not attenuated by controlling for the mother’s 
background characteristics (see model 2).  Religiosity, education, and prior children are all 
significantly related to maternal stress, yet none of these variables explains the higher levels of 
maternal stress among stable single mothers.   
Models 3 and 4 show that the higher levels of maternal stress among stable single mothers is 
explained by the difference in emotional support the mother feels from the child’s father.  Model 3 
measures emotional support at the child’s birth, and in the case of single mothers, in the month prior 
to the end of their relationship.  Model 4 measures the mother’s current perception of emotional 
support, holding constant her reported relationship quality at the child’s birth.  The results suggest 
that each of these measures is predictive of maternal stress.  However, it is not clear if this is a causal 
mechanism or selection.  The results do, however, eliminate economic resources as a causal 
mechanism in explaining the difference in levels of maternal stress between romantic and not 
romantic mothers.  Models 3 and 4 show that economic resources, at baseline and one-year, are not 
significantly related to maternal stress.    
Insert Table 4 Here 
Low Playful Interaction 
Table 4 shows the results for low playful interaction across stable family structures.  
Mothers who are living with their child’s biological father over the child’s first year, whether 
married or cohabiting, have similar odds of reporting low playful interaction, at the bivariate 
level.  Mothers who do not live with their child’s father, especially single mothers, have higher 
odds of reporting low playful interaction with their child.  However, the results in model 2 show 
that the significant difference between coresidential and non-coresidential mothers is explained 20 
by characteristics of the mother that are not determined by her family structure.  Mothers’ age, 
race, nativity, and education influence the odds that the mother will report low playful interaction 
with her one-year-old.  These characteristics are also predictive of a mother not living with her 
child’s biological father at the child’s birth and over the first year.   
Models 3 and 4 show that higher levels of emotional support are associated with lower odds 
of low playful interaction, and maternal employment is associated with increased odds of low 
playful interaction.  However, these factors are not necessary to explain the difference in behavior 
across stable family structures.  Moreover, model 5 shows that maternal stress is strongly related to 
playful interaction.  However, maternal stress does not seem to mediate the effects of employment or 
emotional support on low playful interaction, which is inconsistent with the theoretical model.   
Insert Table 5 Here 
Spanked in Prior Month 
The results comparing spanking across mothers in stable family structures are shown in 
table 5.  The results are similar to the results for low playful interaction.  At the bivariate level, 
mothers who are stably married or cohabiting with their child’s biological father report no 
difference in the odds of spanking their one-year-old.  However, mothers who do not live with 
their child’s father, particularly single mothers, have higher odds of spanking their one-year-old 
as compared to mothers in stable coresidential relationships.  This difference is explained by 
selection on observed characteristics (see model 2).  Black mothers are more likely than other 
mothers to report spanking their one-year-old, which is consistent with prior research (Brody & 
Flor, 1998; Giles-Sims & Sugarman, 1995; Hill & Bush, 2001; Hoff-Ginsberg & Tardiff, 1995), 
and black mothers are also more likely to be in a non-coresidential union.  Moreover, mothers 
who are foreign born are much less likely to report spanking their young child, and foreign born 
mothers are also more likely to be married as opposed to unmarried.   21 
Models 3 and 4 show that a mother’s income, at baseline and one-year, is inversely 
related to spanking.  However, differences in income across family structures are not responsible 
for differences in spanking behavior.  The fifth model shows that maternal stress is not related to 
spanking of a one-year-old, which is inconsistent with the theoretical model.  These findings 
suggest that spanking is largely related to race, ethnicity, and income, but that spanking is not 
influenced by family structure per se.   
Comparison of Stable Mothers to Separated Mothers  
Insert Table 6 Here 
The results shown in table 6 address the question of whether maternal stress and 
mothering behaviors differ across mothers in stable versus separated families.  Only the 
coefficients on family structure are included in the table because the other covariates remain 
identical to the results shown in tables 3 through 5.  I reference the previous results when 
discussing the factors that attenuate the differences between stable and unstable mothers.     
Maternal Stress 
The results for maternal stress indicate that there is no difference between mothers who are 
stably married and mothers who separate from marriage within their child’s first year.  This finding 
is also true for stable and separated cohabiting mothers.  By contrast, visiting mothers who separate 
report significantly higher levels of maternal stress as compared to mothers in stable visiting 
relationships over their child’s first year.  These findings are contrary to my initial predictions that 
higher levels of initial commitment would be associated with greater effects of separation. 
The effect of separation associated with visiting mothers is not explained by the 
mother’s background characteristics, or economic resources and emotional support at the 
child’s birth (see models 2 and 3).  The difference is attenuated somewhat by the mother’s 
reported relationship quality with the child’s father at year-one.  This suggests that the loss of 22 
the father’s emotional support is associated with higher levels of maternal stress for visiting 
mothers who separate.  However, it is not clear why mothers who separate from the loosest 
initial bond to their child’s biological father would experience the greatest maternal stress.  It is 
possible that the sequencing is reversed and that visiting mothers who experience higher levels 
of maternal stress are more likely to separate.  It is also likely that mothers who separate from 
marriage or cohabitation within their child’s first year are in the most troubled relationships 
and that these mothers feel relieved by exiting the relationship.   
Low Playful Interaction 
The second panel in table 6 shows the results for low playful interaction.  The results in 
model 1 show that even at the bivariate level, there are no significant differences between mothers 
who separate and their stable counterparts in the odds of reporting low playful interaction.  It is 
surprising that no differences between stable and separated married mothers exist.  This finding is 
inconsistent with previous research that found that after divorce, mothers are temporarily less 
affectionate with their child (Hetherington et al., 1982; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980).   
Spanked in Prior Month 
The third panel in table 6 shows the results for spanking.  These results are most 
consistent with my initial predictions.  Mothers who separate from marriage are significantly 
more likely to spank their one-year-old than are stably married mothers.  This significant 
difference persists after controlling for background characteristics of the mother that might 
predict separation and spanking, as well as controls for economic resources and emotional 
support at the child’s birth.  This finding is consistent with prior research that found that for a 
short time after divorce, mothers are more likely to use harsh punishment (Hetherington et al., 
1982; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980).  Model 4 shows that changes in the mother’s income over the 
first year explain the significant difference in spanking between stably married mothers and 23 
married mothers who separate.  Again, it is not possible to determine if the mother’s income 
change was the result or cause of the separation.   However, income loss is a potential 
mechanism to explain the effect of separation from marriage on higher levels of spanking.   
Cohabiting mothers who separate report slightly higher odds of spanking their one-year-old 
relative to stable cohabiting mothers.  However this significant difference is fully explained by the 
characteristics of the mothers who separate from cohabitation over their child’s first year.  No 
differences in spanking behavior between stable visitors and visitors who separate are reported.     
Comparison of Stable Mothers to Mothers Who Move Closer Together 
Insert Table 7 Here 
  The results shown in table 7 address the question of whether maternal stress and 
mothering behaviors differ between stable mothers and mothers who move closer together with 
their child’s biological father.  I predicted that cohabiting mothers who marry within their child’s 
first year may experience the fewest changes as a result of moving closer together, and the effect 
for the other groups was ambiguous.  There may be stress associated with moving to a new 
relationship, but this may be offset by the gains of resources.  The results suggest that moving 
closer together is not associated with higher levels of maternal stress or poor mothering 
behaviors with one-year-olds for any family structure.   
Conclusion 
  This analysis had two primary aims: to compare maternal stress and mothering behaviors 
across four stable family structures (married, cohabiting, visiting, and single-mother families), and 
to determine the effect instability has on these outcomes.  The goal has been to disentangle the 
effects of family structure from family instability on a mother’s behaviors with her young child.   
The results show that there are no differences between stably married and stably cohabiting 
mothers on any of the outcomes.  This finding is of particular interest because most studies 24 
comparing married and cohabiting parent families find higher levels of maternal stress and poorer 
mothering behaviors in cohabiting parent families (Brown, 2002; Acs & Nelson, 2004).  The 
primary differences between this study and the others is that I focus only on the child’s biological 
parents, rather than step-parents, and I focus on a mother’s behavior with her one-year-old, rather 
than an older child.   
Another significant finding is that mothers who do not live with their child’s father report 
lower levels of playful interaction and higher levels of spanking.  However, these differences are 
related to background characteristics of the mothers who choose non-coresidential unions, rather 
than caused by family structure, per se.  This implies that these mothers would report similar 
mothering behaviors, regardless if they live with their child’s father or live alone.  This finding has 
important implications for policies aimed at promoting marriage among unmarried parents.  
Marriage itself does not seem to be responsible for the way a mother interacts with her one-year-
old.  Moreover, mothers who marry over their child’s first year are no different than mothers who 
do not.  Education and race strongly predict a mother’s interaction with her young child, and race 
is strongly predictive of spanking.  These are factors that marriage cannot affect.   
The findings also suggest that the theoretical model does not apply well to family structure 
and mothering behaviors with one-year-olds.  Emotional support is related to maternal stress and 
playful interaction, and economic resources are related to playful interaction and spanking.  
However, these factors do not seem to be driven by family structure, nor do they work through 
maternal stress in affecting mothering behaviors.  The findings more strongly suggest that family 
structure differences are due to selection.  It is likely that family structure may matter more when 
both of the biological parents are not involved.   
The effect of family instability on maternal stress and mothering is not as conclusive as 
the effect of family structure.  By and large, there are no differences between families that 25 
experience instability and those who remain stable.  However, visiting mothers who separate 
report higher levels of maternal stress as compared to stably visiting mothers, and married 
mothers who separate report higher levels of spanking related to stably married mothers.   
The finding for married mothers and spanking is consistent with prior research and my 
initial prediction that separation from marriage may have the largest effect on a mother’s 
behavior.  However, prior research suggests that these negative behaviors will dissipate over 
time as the stress of the separation diminishes (Hetherington, et al., 1982).   These results show 
that maternal stress is not related to spanking, so it is not clear if these differences will persist. 
Although there is little evidence that family structure or family instability has a large 
effect on a mother’s stress level or behaviors with her young child, this does not imply that 
family does not matter to the mother or her child.  Families are important in many ways.  
However, it is clear that mothers select into different family types, and that the factors that 
motivate this choice are also related to the outcomes for the family.   
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Table 1: Union Transitions from Child’s Birth to One-Year 
  Relationship one year later 
Relationship at 
child’s birth  Married  Cohabiting  Visiting  Single 
Married 
n = 755 
93.6 
n = 707 
0.0* 
n = 0 
0.0* 
n = 0 
6.4 
n = 48 
      
Cohabiting 
n = 1173 
16.0 
n = 188 
54.9 
n = 645 
0.0* 
n = 0 
28.9 
n = 340 
      
Visiting 
n = 764 
5.8 
n = 44 
23.7 
n = 181 
22.9 
n = 175 
47.6 
n = 364 
      
Single 
n = 415 
1.7 
n = 7 
5.1 
n = 21 
5.1 
n = 21 
88.2 
n = 366 
 
*Married and cohabiting couples are counted as separated if they no longer live together most or all of 
the time at one-year.  
Source: Fragile Families Study; weighted based on one-year sampling weights. 
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Table 2: Means of Independent and Dependent Variables by Relationship Status at Child’s Birth 
  Total  Married Cohabiting Visiting  Single 
N  3107 755 1173 764  415 
Background  Characteristics       
Age  (years)  26.7 28.9 24.1 23.5 23.1 
White  33.0 45.3 23.5  7.9 16.3 
Black  26.5 12.8 31.0 64.4 45.5 
Hispanic  32.9 31.6 39.4 25.9 35.5 
Other  7.6  10.3 6.1 1.8 2.7 
Foreign  born  21.7 28.6 15.6  6.9 15.3 
Religiosity  24.6 31.0 13.8 21.7 14.5 
Less than high school  30.1  19.9  40.8  41.9  52.3 
High  school  31.2 27.3 36.6 37.7 32.4 
Some  college  21.4 23.7 20.4 18.9 12.1 
College  17.3  29.1 2.1 1.5 3.2 
Total # of children  2.1  2.1  2.1  2.2  1.8 
Child from other man  25.6  13.6  39.0  16.6  37.3 
Economic  resources       
Poverty  ratio  2.9 3.9 1.9 1.3 1.4 
Poverty ratio (1 year)  2.4  3.2  1.5  1.2  1.1 
Employment (1 year)  50.5  50.5  52.4  50.9  45.1 
Emotional support            
Supportiveness  (1 – 3)   2.7  2.7  2.7  2.6  2.0 
Relationship quality (1 – 5) (1 year)  3.7  4.1  3.7  3.1  2.6 
Dependent  variables       
Maternal stress (1 – 4)  2.2  2.1  2.1  2.2  2.3 
Low playful interaction  23.1  20.7  22.8  28.0  32.1 
Spanked in prior month  19.6  16.8  20.0  23.9  30.3 
 
Source: Fragile Families Study; weighted based on one-year sampling weights. 
Table 3: Comparison of Maternal Stress across Stable Family Structures 33 
Results from Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models 
 Maternal  Stress 
  (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Family  Structure      
(Married)      
Cohabiting  -.02 -.00 -.01 -.01 
Visiting  -.09 -.06 -.08 -.12 
Single .21**
a .22**
 a .07 -.03 
Background  Characteristics      
Age    -.00 -.00 -.00 
(White)      
Black    .03 .02 .01 
Hispanic    -.03 -.04 -.04 
Foreign  born    .05 .05 .04 
Religiosity    -.08+ -.08+ -.07+ 
(<  High  school)      
High  school    -.18** -.17** -.16** 
Some  college    -.09 -.08 -.05 
College    -.11 -.06 -.03 
Total # children    .04*  .03  .03 
Child from other man    -.15**  -.14**  -.14** 
Economic  Resources      
Poverty ratio (baseline)      -.01  -.01 
Poverty  ratio  (1)     .00 
Employed in prior week (1)        -.05 
Emotional  support      
Supportiveness (baseline)      -.19**  -.13* 
Relationship quality (1)        -.09*** 
Constant  2.13 2.21 2.76 2.99 
N  3107 3107 3107 3107 
Reference category is in parentheses for relationship status, race, and education. 
a. denotes coefficient is significantly different from cohabitors and visitors at the p = .05 level. 
Source: Fragile Families Study; weighted based on one-year sampling weights. 
***p ≤ .001.  **p ≤ .01.  *p ≤ .05.  +p ≤ .10. 
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Table 4: Comparison of Low Playful Interaction across Stable Family Structures 
Results from Logistic Regression Models: Odds Ratios 
  Low Playful Interaction 
  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Family  Structure       
(Married)       
Cohabiting  1.05 .85 .81 .77 .77 
Visiting  1.61 1.37 1.26 1.12 1.25 
Single 1.74**
a 1.41 .75 .59 .60 
Background  Characteristics       
Age    1.03+ 1.03+ 1.03+ 1.03+ 
(White)       
Black    1.81** 1.72** 1.59*  1.58* 
Hispanic    1.72**  1.65* 1.54* 1.58* 
Foreign  born    2.26*** 2.26*** 2.39*** 2.39*** 
Religiosity    .88 .90 .91 .96 
(<  High  school)       
High  school    .60** .63** .56** .61** 
Some  college    .47*** .51**  .44*** .45*** 
College   .39***  .51*  .48**  .49* 
Total  #  children    1.07 1.02 1.03 1.02 
Child  from  other  man    1.05 1.09 1.02 1.11 
Economic  Resources       
Poverty ratio (baseline)      .95  .97  .97 
Poverty  ratio  (1)     .93  .93 
Employed in prior week (1)        1.71***  1.82*** 
Emotional  support       
Supportiveness  (baseline)    .47***  .49***  .54*** 
Relationship  quality  (1)     .86*  .91 
Maternal  Stress      1.92*** 
N  3107 3107 3107 3107 3107 
Reference category is in parentheses for relationship status, race, and education. 
a. denotes coefficient is significantly different from cohabitors at the p = .05 level. 
Source: Fragile Families Study; weighted based on one-year sampling weights. 
***p ≤ .001.  **p ≤ .01.  *p ≤ .05.  +p ≤ .10. 35 
Table 5: Comparison of Spanked in Prior Month across Stable Family Structures 
Results from Logistic Regression Models: Odds Ratios 
  Spanked in Prior Month 
  (1)  (2) (3) (4) (5) 
Family  Structure        
(Married)        
Cohabiting  1.16  .92 .87 .85 .85 
Visiting  1.77+ .93 .85 .77 .78 
Single 2.13***
a 1.42  1.11 .89 .89 
Background  Characteristics        
Age    .98 .98 .98 .99 
(White)        
Black   2.03***  1.96***  1.82**  1.82** 
Hispanic    1.10  1.06 .99 .99 
Foreign  born    .40*** .39*** .40*** .39*** 
Religiosity    1.50* 1.48* 1.46* 1.47* 
(< High school)           
High  school    1.13 1.15 1.18 1.19 
Some  college    1.17 1.23 1.29 1.29 
College    1.03 1.28 1.50 1.51 
Total # children    .83*  .79**  .78**  .77** 
Child from other man    .99  1.01  .99  1.00 
Economic  Resources        
Poverty ratio (baseline)      .93*  .99  .99 
Poverty ratio (1)        .87**  .87** 
Employed in prior week (1)        1.10  1.11 
Emotional  support        
Supportiveness  (baseline)      .81 .85 .86 
Relationship quality (1)        .88+  .89 
Maternal  Stress       1.09 
N  3107  3107 3107 3107 3107 
Reference category is in parentheses for relationship status, race, and education. 
a. denotes coefficient is significantly different from cohabitors at the p = .05 level. 
Source: Fragile Families Study; weighted based on one-year sampling weights. 
***p ≤ .001.  **p ≤ .01.  *p ≤ .05.  +p ≤ .10. 36 
 Table 6: Comparison of Maternal Stress and Mothering Behaviors  
in Stable Family Structures versus the Separated Counterpart 
 
Results from Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models  
Maternal  Stress  (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Separated married v. stable married  -.10  -.07  -.13  -.27** 
Separated cohabitor v. stable cohabitor  .12  .11  .09  -.03 
Separated visitor v. stable visitor  .33**  .34**  .29**  .21+ 
 
Results from Logistic Regression Models: Odds Ratios 
Low Playful Interaction  (1)  (2)  (3)  (4) 
Separated married v. stable married  .88  .65  .51  .39+ 
Separated cohabitor v. stable cohabitor  1.44  1.59+  1.49  1.15 
Separated visitor v. stable visitor  .79  .82  .67  .57 
 
Results from Logistic Regression Models: Odds Ratios 
Spanked in Prior Month  (1)  (2)  (3)  (4) 
Separated married v. stable married  2.80**  2.83**  2.55*  2.12 
Separated cohabitor v. stable cohabitor  1.55+  1.43  1.39  1.10 
Separated visitor v. stable visitor  1.17  1.21  1.14  1.00 
 
(1) bivariate 
(2) controls for mother’s age, race, foreign born, religiosity, education, prior children. 
(3) also controls for baseline poverty ratio and supportiveness  
(4) also controls for one-year poverty ratio and relationship quality 
Source: Fragile Families Study; weighted based on one-year sampling weights. 
***p ≤ .001.  **p ≤ .01.  *p ≤ .05.  +p ≤ .10. 37 
Table 7: Comparison of Maternal Stress and Mothering Behaviors  








Cohabit to married v.  
Stable cohabitor  -.13 .75  1.08 
     
Visit to cohabit or married v. 
Stable visitor  .14 1.06  .62 
     
Single to romantic v.  
Stable single  -.17 1.26 1.98 
     
Source: Fragile Families Study; weighted based on one-year sampling weights. 
 
 
 